THE AMERICAN NOVEL

almost perfectly what they aim to do, and with their enameled
surfaces suffer little from the nibbling teeth of time.

Of the two characteristic novelists of the decade who may
be mentioned with Elinor Wylie, neither matched her in
power of mind or delicacy of art. Thornton Wilder (1897-   )
scrupulously avoided anything like a formula in his themes.
After The Cabala (1925), with its apparent revelations of
gossip and intrigue in modern Rome, he turned to Peru
for his setting in The Bridge of San Luis Rey (1927). The
time is 1714, the central incident the fall of a bridge on
the road from Lima to Cuzco. The book pretends to be based
on the researches of a contemporary Franciscan who passion-
ately investigated the lives of the victims, to find out if the
act of God had been what men could call just About this
perennial problem Wilder told his own stories of the five
very different persons who died that day. The Franciscan is
burned as a heretic, and Wilder comes, inevitably, to no
satisfying conclusion. But his presentation of the ancient
vexed argument excited an immense number of readers, his
characters live with a gentle freshness, and his book estab-
lished a little legend. The Woman of Andres (1930) went
back to Terence's Andria for its story; Wilder transformed
the original into a beautiful novel full of universal implica-
tions. In Heaven's My Destination (1935) he took for his
hero a traveling salesman who is also an evangelist in the
current Middle West and has endless comic adventures.
Thereafter Wilder was chiefly interested in the stage, on
which his Our Town (1939) had both popular and critical
success.

Robert Nathan (1894- ) evolved a form of brief novel
which he made his own and which admirably fitted his mild,
humane, disillusioned temper. In Autumn (1921), The Pup-
pet Master (1923), The Fiddler in Barly (1926), The Wood-
cutter's House (1927) he laid his scenes in a pastoral or
nursery world of kind old men and women, young lovers,
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